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THE ILLUSTRATED MAGAZINE OF ART. 



THE VESPER BELL. 



" Ave Maria ! blessed be the hour, 

The time, the clime, the spot, where I so oft 
Have felt that moment in its fullest power 
Sink o'er the earth so beautiful and soft, 
While swung the deep bell in the distant tower, 

Or the faint dying day-hymn stole aloft, 
And not a breath crept through the rosy air, 
And yet the forest leaves seem'd stirr'd with prayer." 

Byrox. 

It is rather difficult to convey to the mind of the reader who 
has never been in Italy a just conception of the passing 
beauties of the evening hour in that splendid climate. In 
these latitudes day fades so insensibly into darkness, that our 



mind to past scenes and lost friends. The effect produced by 
the sound of bells at this hour is well described by Moore : — 
" Those evening bells — those evening bells, 
How many a tale their music tells 
Of youth and home and that lov'd clime 
"Where first I heard their soothing chime." 
But this feeling, whatever may be its cause, does not by any 
means prevail in this country with the same intensity as in 
the Roman Catholic countries of the south, where the sound 
of the Vesper Bell is the signal for a solemn act of religious 
worship. Let our opinions be what they may as to its worth, 
it must inspire some feelings of solemnity to see all the labour 
ceasing, all noises hushed, the plough stopped, the spade laid 
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'THROUGH THE CALM STILL AIR THE AVE MARIA IS HEARD EVERY EVENING. 



attention is scarcely ever called to the transition ; bat in the 
south of Europe, the twilight is surrounded by glories of 
which we know but little : golden hues on the water, on the 
woods, on the mountain tops, a sky of the deepest blue, save 
where the last rays of the setting sun have tinged it with 
yellow ; the air feels soft and balmy, and a mellow light is 
diffused over the whole landscape. What gives an additional 
charm to the scene is the pealing of the Vesper Bell from the 
various churches and convents about half an hour after the 
sun has set. Upon hearing this, every one in Roman Catholic 
countries, no matter in what way he may be engaged, un- 
covers his head and repeats the Ave Maria, or salutation of 
the angel to Mary, followed by entreaty to pray for the 
worshipper now and at the hour of his death. 

The hour of twilight seems in all countries, and at all times, 
to have inspired emotions of sadness, or have carried back the 



down, the oars raised from the water, and a whole nation 
engaged in prayer at the same moment every day. Our 
engraving, from a painting by a German artist, is a good 
representation of one of these scenes. Two Italian peasants 
arc rowing a monk across the lake, when the bell tolls out 
the hour for vespers from the adjacent convent, and they 
immediately suspend their progress, and repeat the formula. 

The curfew, which by order of the Conqueror was tolled 
every evening as a signal for the inhabitants to extinguish 
their fires, we may suppose to have produced a somewhat 
similar effect upon the minds of our ancestors. It is said, also, 
that during the carnival at Rome, when the Vesper Bell tolls, 
the rioting and merriment instantly ceases, and all kneel down 
for a moment in prayer. This mixture of religion and gaiety 
is quite characteristic of the people of Italy. Light-hearted 
and enthusiastic, they think only of the passing hour. 



